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It is not time or opportunity that is to determine intimacy; it is disposition alone. Seven years would be insufficient to make some people acquainted with each other, and seven days are more than enough for others.


Jane Austen, Sense and Sensibility


I sow’d the seeds of love


Folk song (1689)












PROLOGUE
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Kerala, India


15 January 1993


Kit wobbles on his bicycle, just missing a deep pothole, and puts his foot down to look at the road ahead. It’s a busy highway, full of lorries and SUVs. A motorbike swerves around him, beeping. There are two children crammed onto the seat behind the driver, a length of scarlet fabric fluttering like a red flag.


He grimaces, knowing that Summer imagined the way to the next village would be a quiet back road winding along by the sea, not this congested route dense with fumes and the sound of blaring horns and revving engines. The guy hiring out the bikes at the hotel said it was a thirty-minute ride. Don’t be a wuss, he tells himself, it’s not much worse than cycling around Marble Arch at rush-hour. He pedals off, keeping his head down, looking for the next pothole or stray rock. An elaborately painted lorry roars past, wheels so close he sees the tread-pattern on the tyres; he steadies the bike and curses as the backdraught pushes him off balance. He keeps going, one foot after the other, damp hands slipping on the handlebars.


He tastes sweat and dust on his lips, the acrid stink of diesel. The sun throbs, a pulsing ball of energy. His legs are heavy. It’s not just the heat, he realises. His whole body is weighted down with a sense of wrongness. Every time he pushes on the pedals it takes him further from her. He stops again, putting his foot on the tarmac, and glances behind at the road that leads back to Summer. Being with her is more important than getting paid for a few sketches. This is a mistake. He’s going to turn around.


It takes him a while to get to the other side of the road. He has to grab his chance when he sees a gap between two lorries. He dashes across as they bear down on him, horns sounding wildly. Trembling on the verge, he pauses to take a water bottle from his bag, downing it in one long drink. He wipes his face on his arm, smearing sweat and water into his stinging eyes.


He imagines how horrified she’ll be when he describes this crazy road. She’ll be glad that he’s returned safely to her, secretly pleased he didn’t go to the dance festival. They can spend the afternoon on the bed, talking. There’s so much more he wants to know about her. It’s the first time in his life he’s had someone he wants to take care of, tell his thoughts to, share the details of his day with. He needs to understand everything that matters to her. Later, maybe they’ll take a wander along the cliff path as the sun goes down. He noticed a pretty necklace in one of the shops, a delicate rope of twisted silver with tiny green stones hanging from it. It will go with the colour of her eyes, match her earrings.


They can call in at their favourite café and sit at the little table overlooking the ocean. They’ll order an extravagant supper. Other girlfriends have picked at salads, pretending they’re not hungry, all the time eyeing his meal with wistful expressions. Summer will happily take mouthfuls from his plate as well as her own, gesturing for him to help himself to her food too.


He can’t wait to go through the door into the shuttered cool of their room and find her asleep on the bed. He’ll wake her with a kiss.


He’s cycling under the shade of banana trees as a scooter accelerates past. It pulls ahead, and he glimpses the man driving, sees a woman in a fluttering sari sitting side-saddle, a large basket clasped on her lap. He wonders how she can sit like that, calm and balanced, while the scooter dodges left and right. She’s not even holding on. He feels a nervous admiration. A single-decker bus sways around the corner towards them, and at the same time he hears the grate of gears behind him, recognising the rumble of a diesel engine, signalling a lorry close on his heels.


He holds the handlebars steady and braces himself for the ordeal of it overtaking. The scooter is just up ahead. The woman’s sari is blue. She turns and smiles over her shoulder. Up ahead, something leaves the shadows of the banana plantation and his pulse accelerates as his brain catches up with his eyes – it’s a dog, trotting straight into the traffic.


The scooter swerves sharply to avoid the animal. The woman tumbles back, falling as if in slow motion, the basket bouncing away, her sari an unfurling sweep of sky.


He’s trying to stop, his fingers jamming around the brakes.


The woman is stretched out on the road. The scooter and its driver are still attached to each other but moving on their sides as if being dragged along by a giant toddler. The scooter and driver slide straight into the path of the oncoming bus. The bus gobbles them up, machine and man churning under its wheels; the bus swings across Kit’s path, the side of it rearing like a wall. Faces stare out of windows. Terrified eyes. Open mouths. He hears nothing, not even the lorry as it goes past him, headlong into the oncoming metal and glass. He is caught inside the dusty hot breath of heavy things in motion. His fingers are rigid around the brakes, his back wheel going from under him. He hits the road, sliding across asphalt. He sees his hand before him, reaching through space.


A white stillness holds him at its centre.


He thinks of Summer, of her sleeping face.


The bubble bursts and there is the high-pitched screaming of living creatures, and the other kind of scream when metal clashes with metal and windscreens shatter into fragments.


Pain explodes inside him.


He sees the liquid gleam of something dark, and the darkness pulls him into itself like a friend pulling him from the sea.
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Kerala, India


15 January 1993


Summer checks the silver men’s watch she’s wearing. It’s too big for her and slips around her wrist bone. She twists the face upwards and catches her breath. He’s been gone ages. She remembers him confessing his habit of missing appointments and deadlines. As he said it, he’d rolled his eyes, poking fun at himself. She’d thought his inability to keep track of time was endearing, part of his artistic, easy-going nature. But not now, not when she needs him.


It’s claustrophobic in their little hut at the top of the cliff, but as she steps out into the dazzle of light, she feels her skin sizzle. The plastic of her sunglasses leaves a rim of sweat on her cheekbones. Beads of perspiration prickle her forehead. She sits on a stone wall next to a dried-up ornamental pond, flapping the neck of her shirt to try and catch a breeze, her suitcase by her feet. Every time the door to the reception opens, she looks up expectantly. But it’s never him.


The minutes tick on, and there’s a tightness at the back of her throat as she understands that she’ll have to leave without seeing him. She can’t wait any longer. She could die if she doesn’t get to the hospital. In a sudden panic, she grips the handle of her suitcase and stands up. Immediately, the world sparks and rushes away from her, so that she has to sit back down with a bump to stop herself from falling. She puts a hand to her head, waiting for the dizzy spell to pass.


In the air-conditioned cool of the reception, she asks for some paper and a pen. It’ll take her a while to sort things out, she might be there for hours. She writes: Kit, I can’t wait any longer. I have to go. Please come and find me at the airport. I’ll be trying to get on the first available flight home.


She shoves the paper across the desk at the receptionist. ‘Can you give this to Kit Appleby? I need a taxi please. It’s urgent.’


The driver is a young man. He gets out of his Padmini to open the door for her, and she notices he wears no shoes. ‘I need to get to Cochin International fast,’ she tells him.


‘Ah, I am very sorry, but we will have to take small roads,’ he says. ‘The main road is closed. But don’t worry,’ he adds quickly. ‘You will be there in a lamb’s tail. No doubt about it. I am the fastest driver in Varkala.’


She slides onto the back seat, and the car pulls away. She stares out of the window, not seeing the painted lorries rumbling past, the darting motorbikes, the elephant on the back of a truck. She’s imagining the spires of Cambridge, the cold of an English winter, and a hospital where they’re waiting for her.









JANUARY


One month of Summer
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Summer


Seven days earlier …


Even before breakfast, the hotel barometer measures eighty-two degrees Fahrenheit. But it’ll take more than the heat to get Summer onto an air-conditioned bus with the rest of the Trojan Tours group. As of this morning, she’s free. No list of tourist sites to visit or schedule to keep to. She sets off alone along a dusty road in Fort Kochi, plaits bouncing over her shoulders, red flip-flops slapping the ground, a rush of joy bubbling inside her chest. This is how she imagined she’d feel, all those months ago when she opened the envelope Dad gave her for her twenty-sixth birthday.


It had been an unassuming rectangle of beige, the kind usually containing dull, official letters. The first thing that fell out was a plane ticket to Madras. Dad laughed, delighted by Summer’s confusion. ‘You deserve it,’ he said. ‘I know how hard things have been – how much you’ve had to give up.’


Summer was booked onto The Majesty of Southern India, by Trojan Tours. Part of the itinerary included visiting two national parks, where elephants, bison, whistling dogs, leopards and tigers lived. She imagined watching a herd of elephants at sunset by a watering hole, her camera to her eye. Perhaps if she was very lucky, she’d spot a solitary tiger.


Emerging out of arrivals in Madras, there’d been a skirmish and clamour of people grasping at her luggage and shouting over each other for her attention, the honking of taxi horns, the stink of burning rubbish and, beyond everything, the velvety ink of the night, deeper and wider than any she’d known before. ‘I’m here,’ she’d whispered, a shock of dusty air blow-torching her lungs, as she’d grabbed the skin on her wrist between finger and thumb, and pinched.


But the national parks had been disappointing. No tigers. No leopards. A glimpse of a tusker behind fronds of green. The tour guide, Tony, hurried them through every attraction, as if they were late for a train. Everybody in the group had a camera, and the sound of clicking erupted whenever the bus stopped. It felt as if they were watching a film, rather than having an experience. Parting ways with Tony and Trojan Tours was the best decision she’d made since arriving.


Fort Kochi seems a laid-back town, full of cafés and groups of young Europeans with guitars on their backs. Houses shimmer in blues and yellows; lush vines sprout against walls in more kinds of green than she’d thought possible. She pauses under a wide-spreading banyan tree. She loves the way that a single street can accommodate a Hindu temple and mosque. That in another heartbeat there will be a white stone Catholic church, and then a Jain temple, where doves rise at the sound of each tolling prayer bell.


She squats in the dust to watch a common langur monkey at the side of the road. It turns its intelligent face to observe her, elegant hands dissecting a rotten mango. She brings the camera up, holds her breath. Light shimmers on the pale sable of the animal’s coat as her finger squeezes the shutter release.


Further down the road, a goat sleeps on the foot pad of a parked scooter. Smiling, she swings her camera up and snaps twice. Tuk-tuks bounce past, tourists crammed onto the back seats.


Stopping to check the map, she realises she’s wandered onto Vasco Da Gama Square. She gazes at the water and the famous Chinese fishing nets. The square is bustling with activity. Stalls sell fish that come straight from the nets, and people gather to barter, slender cats threading in and out of legs, eyes glittering with desire. Summer sniffs the mix of brine, smoke and charred fish, and her mouth waters. Three or four young waiters compete with each other, trying to corral her into a seat at one of the little alfresco cafés. She allows herself to be escorted to an empty table by the least pushy one. Moments later, a plate of catch, hot from the flames, arrives with a glass of lime soda.


She sips her drink, looking around the bustling square. Out of habit, she touches her earrings. Tiny silver hares dangle from her lobes. She takes three postcards from a paper bag and composes one to her best friend Laura: Wish you were here – we’d have so much fun! One to home: Kochi is amazing, pink dust, burning sky – so much to photograph! and then, biting the end of her pen, starts another to Adam. Except she can’t think what to say. He’d loved her. Then, without warning, it was over. He’d slept with another girl. ‘Thing is, I’m not ready to settle down,’ he’d said, and it was as if he’d landed a punch in her heart. ‘I still care about you, Summer, but … we’re too young.’ They’d been together for five years, and he’d let go of her so easily.


She’d bumped into him before leaving for India – that was the problem with living in the same town. At least he hadn’t been with his girlfriend. ‘Send me a postcard,’ he’d said, as if he hadn’t broken her heart. And she’d agreed, just to escape. She taps her pen on the table, frowning. She and Adam split up three years ago. She should be over it by now, and yet, there’s been nobody since him, no one important.


Two stray dogs hover, gazing at her hopefully. One of them has lost half an ear. Summer thinks of the dogs in Cambridge with their designer collars and expensive haircuts and wishes she could scoop up these feral creatures and give them a bath and a proper meal. They pad closer, noses sniffing. She drops pieces of fish on the ground. The dogs pounce. She can see their ribs through their dusty coats. The one missing an ear sidles forwards. She puts her hand out. ‘Go on then, boy,’ she murmurs, ‘take it. You look like you need it more than me.’


The dog snuffles the food from her fingers. ‘What happened to your ear?’ The dog cocks his head, as if he can understand. She strokes his sun-warmed fur. ‘Don’t worry,’ she tells him. ‘You’re still a handsome fellow.’


She snaps a couple of photos of him as he looks up at her, his eyes gentle and hopeful.


‘Oi, you!’ An English voice booms, making her startle. The dog freezes. She looks up as a giant of a man in a Hawaiian shirt, paunch jutting over baggy shorts, strides towards her, mirrored glasses glinting. ‘Don’t feed them!’ He waves his arms. ‘Shoo! Bugger off!’ The dog cowers, crouching by her side, ragged ears flat against his head. The man aims a kick. There’s a sickening thump as his toe finds the dog’s ribs.


‘Stop!’ She’s on her feet, chin up.


The dog disappears into the crowds, tail between his legs.


‘What are you doing!’ Her voice trembles. ‘What’s the matter with you? He wasn’t doing any harm.’


‘Filthy creatures. They should all be shot.’ He shakes his head. ‘People like you, encouraging them …’


‘People like me?’ she says, standing on her toes and broadening her shoulders. ‘You want to shoot me too?’


He makes a twirling motion next to his ear with one pudgy finger and gives a short laugh. ‘Calm down, love.’


‘Don’t tell me to calm down!’ She clenches her hands, fury knotting the words in her throat. ‘How … how would you like it if I kicked you!’ she blurts out.


‘Whoa!’ A tall young man steps between them, arms raised. He turns to the angry man. ‘You should go,’ he tells him in a steady voice. ‘It’s really none of your business if she feeds the dogs.’


‘Are you all right?’ The same voice floats somewhere above her head.


Her heart is racing, adrenaline firing. She’s too upset and angry to talk.


‘Fine,’ she manages, turning away. She scoops up her belongings and walks off, nearly falling over a bucket of iced fish, but rights herself and strides on.


‘You sure?’ she hears him call.


She raises a hand, not looking back.


She stops around a corner, out of sight. Squints against the glare of the street. It replays in her mind: the man’s toe catching the hoop of ribcage; the impact lifting the animal off the ground.


She starts to walk towards the hotel – at least she hopes she’s going in the right direction. The sun is a dazzle of white – a wall of brilliance that confuses her. She can’t remember which is the turning. She keeps moving, on feet swollen with heat; sweat pools between her breasts.


It’s only as she steps into the hotel lobby that she realises she forgot to pay for her lunch.









2


[image: image]


Kit


Kit Appleby watches her leave. She’s obviously upset. She weaves her way unsteadily through the crowd, red trousers fluttering. There’s a moment when she nearly falls; he tenses himself to run and help.


He calls out, ‘You sure?’


She doesn’t turn her head.


When she’s out of sight he returns to his table, glaring at the man in the lurid shirt, who ignores him, inscrutable behind his mirrored glasses. From the waiter’s concerned expression and the owner’s waving arms, he realises that in the kerfuffle the girl’s forgotten to pay her bill; he presses the money for her meal as well as his drink into the waiter’s hand, before he gathers his sketchpad, downs the dregs of his iced coffee, and leaves.


Could he have done something to make her stay? He can’t actually remember what he said now. It happened so fast. He’d been sketching the fishermen, trying to capture the lilt of their bare feet treading bamboo poles. It’s become his habit since arriving in Kochi, to sit at the same café table every morning, eking out a coffee, drawing for an hour or two. There’s so much to see in the square.


As he sits and sketches, strangers come and go from the tables adjacent to his own – tourists from different parts of the world. He likes to try and guess where they’re from before he hears them speak. He noticed her as soon as she sat down. She had an air of quiet calm, a self-contained independence that seemed at odds with her round, freckled cheeks and large eyes. He guessed she was Dutch. Although maybe that was just the blonde plaits. She started to feed the dogs as soon as her meal arrived, sharing it with two scruffy, skinny creatures. Most people ignored them or shooed them away.


It’s not in Kit’s nature to jump into a conflict. He’s happiest with his pencil and sketchpad, sitting on the edges of things. But he had to intervene when that man was suddenly towering over her, shouting, threatening.


He wonders where she’s staying. Fort Kochi is a small place.


He’s wandering down narrow streets with no real idea of where he’s going. He turns into the overgrown garden of the Dutch Palace. There’s a flight of steps webbed in a triangle of shade. He heads straight for it, sitting with his back against a door, pulling his toes into the curve of shadow. He would have liked to have had a chance to draw her before it all kicked off. Quite literally. He opens his sketchpad and idly flicks through, each page filled with memories of places where he’s travelled. There are temples, elephants, women washing clothes at a riverbank. On the first page is a quick portrait made before he left England. He’s caught his mother’s angular features; she’s only forty-eight – but looks years older. He sighs, gazing at the picture. Bitterness lives in her face, carving discontented grooves between mouth and nose, forging a zigzag of worry between her eyebrows.


It was always the same. Life was against her. Nothing was fair. And it all came down to his father. The bastard, she called him. The bloody bastard. Everything that went wrong was his fault. And every time Kit behaved in a way that displeased her, she made the comparison.


The sun has moved. His left leg is no longer in shadow; heat burns his knee as if an iron is pressing on it. He shifts along on the step, inching his way back into the shade. He doesn’t want to think about his mother. He thinks about the blonde stranger instead, and tension melts from his chest. The way she’d stood up to that bully. She must have been half his size, but she’d shown no fear. She’d been a bright blaze of gold – a small warrior – a sword of justice.


He remembers that she’d spoken English. Perhaps she wasn’t Dutch after all. Although the Dutch he’s met on his travels invariably speak English with a flawless accent. He slips a pencil from his pocket, and holding the pad on his lap, he starts to doodle, trying to sketch her from memory, his fingers working to describe the curve of her cheeks, her generous brows, her freckled nose.
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Summer


She likes exploring the narrow streets, watching people going about their life. But this is her second day in Fort Kochi. She’s trying to decide where to go next; maybe up into the Western Ghats, where there’ll be more animals, more opportunities for photographs.


She clutches her Discman in her hand as she listens to her favourite album, singing along to it. She knows all the lyrics.


A hand descends on her shoulder. The unexpected human touch makes her let out a yelp. She spins around, wrenching her earphones out, and finds herself staring up into a face she recognises.


The guy looks mortified, backing off, hands in the air, ‘Shit, sorry! I didn’t mean to startle you!’


She swallows, her heart still thumping. ‘No. Sorry. Overreaction.’ She manages a smile. ‘I was miles away.’


‘You’re English!’ he says, as if he’s surprised.


She nods.


‘What are you listening to?’ He gestures towards the dangling earpieces and Discman.


She switches it off and puts it in her bag. ‘Kate Rusby.’


‘Who?’ He makes a puzzled expression.


‘She’s a folk singer. It’s a compilation album.’


He raises one eyebrow, ‘Aren’t you too young for that?’


‘Compilation albums?’ She allows her voice an ironic twist. She knows what he means.


‘Folk music.’


Here we go, she thinks. ‘I suppose you’d prefer me to listen to Madonna?’ She takes a breath. ‘Folk music’s timeless. It’s not all long beards and floral skirts.’


‘I should hope not,’ he says with a wicked grin. ‘Nobody with a long beard should wear a floral skirt.’


She refuses to capitulate. ‘You say I’m old-fashioned,’ she scowls, ‘but you think someone with a beard can’t wear a skirt.’


‘It was a joke!’ He throws up his hands. ‘Can we start again? Pretend this conversation never happened?’


He’s very tall. She notices that his T-shirt is on inside out. He runs his hand through his hair, making it stick up. She relents. It’s not his fault that folk music is a sensitive subject.


‘I saw you … the other day …’ he’s saying. ‘You were facing up to that bully who kicked the dog.’


‘It is you. I thought it was.’ She feels guilty for jumping down his throat. ‘Thanks for trying to help.’


The tips of his ears flush. ‘No need to thank me. Think he was secretly terrified of you. I just gave him the excuse he needed to slink away.’


She smiles. Playing down his role in the whole episode makes her like him even better. Especially as she knows she has something else to thank him for too.


‘Did you pay my bill?’ she asks. ‘I went back to apologise, but they said the young Englishman paid for me.’


‘Yeah.’ He rubs his nose. ‘No big deal.’


The heat of the day penetrates her hat. Prickles of sweat make her scalp itch. She’s always really careful about avoiding direct light.


She gestures towards the sky. ‘We should get out of the sun. We … um … we could get an iced coffee or something?’ she suggests. ‘I owe you.’


He’s already nodding. ‘I know a nice place just around the corner.’


The café has a courtyard, and they find a table surrounded by cactus plants in bright pots.


‘It is nice here,’ she says, settling into her seat.


‘Yeah,’ he says, heaping sugar into his glass. ‘Kerala feels different from the rest of India.’


‘Have you been travelling in other parts too, then?’


‘Uh huh.’ He ducks his chin, and his hair flops into his eyes. ‘Been here a while. Started in Delhi, then made my way through Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh.’


She sips her iced coffee, sneaking glances at this well-travelled, blushing stranger. He has a nice face. Not drop-dead gorgeous, as her friend Laura would say, but open and warm. His eyes, framed with golden lashes, are an unusual colour – tawny is the word that comes to her mind. His mid-brown hair has sun-bleached streaks. Some women pay a fortune to have highlights like that, she thinks. But this guy obviously doesn’t give much attention to his appearance – he’s well over six foot, with broad shoulders and long, lanky limbs that are uncoordinated. He’s already tripped up twice since she met him. His Celtic-fair skin has turned a reddish tan. He’s wearing cut-off shorts to his knees, an old, faded, inside-out T-shirt and flip-flops.


‘I’m Summer,’ she says. ‘Summer Blythe.’ She puts out a hand. His hand swallows hers. Tucked inside his palm, her skin fizzes, as if they’re generating an electric shock between them, and she lets go quickly. His eyes widen, as if he felt it too.


‘Kit Appleby.’


She puts her hands in her lap. ‘So, Kit Appleby, how come you can swan around India like this?’


He clears his throat self-consciously and shifts on his chair. ‘I’d been saving for a car since I was a teenager, but decided to use the money for travelling instead. I’ve been away for,’ he screws up his face, ‘about … eleven months – but I’ve begun to wonder if I should go home … do something with my life.’


‘What are the options?’


‘Study to be a dentist or keep on with being an unemployed and impoverished artist.’


‘Hang on,’ she wrinkles her forehead. ‘A dentist?’


‘Unlikely, I know.’ He takes a sip of his drink, rattling the ice cubes at the bottom of the glass. ‘My mother’s idea, not mine – only in the end, I couldn’t go through with it. Five years of study and a lifetime of looking into people’s mouths?’ He makes a pantomime horror-face. ‘I did a fine art degree. But of course, when I graduated, I wasn’t being paid a fortune for pickling a shark, I was taking dead-end jobs and painting portraits that nobody wanted. One day I thought, what am I doing? I bought a plane ticket and … took off.’


‘If your money’s lasted this long, you must have been saving for a flashy car?’ she says.


‘I am a bit of a classic car nerd, I’m afraid, and I had aspirations for a Ferrari Dino 246 GT …’ He pauses, as if she might comment. But she has no idea what that is. He goes on, ‘I was going to get one that needed restoring. The only way I could ever have afforded it.’ He blinks and looks away. ‘The Ferrari money has lasted me so far – but it’s getting a little thin now. What about you?’ he asks, looking at her again. ‘Have you been travelling long? Are you on an extended adventure, or is this a holiday and you have a job to get back to?’


She sits back in her chair. ‘That’s a lot of questions.’


He raises his large hands in a helpless gesture. ‘Sorry. Only answer the ones you want – or none at all.’


She smiles, ‘It’s okay – I’m not that easily offended.’ She notices that he doesn’t fidget like most people, or stare over her shoulder at his surroundings and other customers. He appears to be giving her his full attention. ‘I’ve been here nearly a week, and I have just over one more left,’ she tells him. ‘I was on one of those guided tours, but it felt like I was going through the motions, ticking things off. I wanted to explore a bit on my own.’


‘A wise decision,’ he says gravely.


Sudden anxiety clutches her heart. ‘The thing is, I … I don’t know when I’ll ever be able to do anything like this again.’ She takes a breath. ‘So … I need to make the most of it.’


They’ve finished their coffees, and she thinks that this is the moment they’ll stand up and go their separate ways. Only, she doesn’t want either of them to go anywhere. It feels as if she’s known him for much longer than the hour they’ve spent in the coffee shop.


She pays the bill, despite him trying to contribute his half, and he pauses as they step out of the café into the glare of the street. ‘Would you … would you like to get something to eat later?’ He pushes his fingers through his hair and glances at his feet. ‘I know a nice place …’


‘Another nice place?’ She smiles, teasing him, and then nods quickly in case he thinks she’s refusing. ‘I’d like that.’


They look at each other, his pupils expanding like ink stains. She has that prickle again, down her spine. It’s as if she’s falling towards him. She blinks and drops her gaze.


‘Where are you staying? I’ll pick you up at seven p.m.’ His voice sounds hoarse. ‘If that’s good for you?’ he adds quickly.


She gives him the name of the hotel and they loiter awkwardly; she thinks he’s as uncertain as her about whether to give a hug or do the air-kissing thing. She steps away without doing either, lifting a hand. He echoes her wave and walks in the opposite direction.


She feels odd, as if she’s unbalanced by leaving him. She shakes her head. How crazy. He’s a stranger. A conversation comes back to her; one she had with Dad years ago after Mum died. How did he know that she was ‘the one’? she’d asked. He’d stared into the distance for a moment, his blue eyes watering, and then he’d turned and said, ‘I just did. Almost immediately, before we’d even spoken. It was a feeling inside me. Very strong. Completely without reason.’ And he’d laughed, ‘Me. A man whose life is built on reason.’


She’d convinced herself that Adam was ‘the one’, but it turned out she’d been wrong. Now she understands how rare that love-at-first-sight thing is – how easy it is to be duped into believing in it and ending up disappointed. Mum and Dad had been lucky. All she knows is that, with Kit, it feels as if she’s met a long-lost best friend. She’d wanted to reach across and take his hand, not just for pleasure, but for the comfort of touching him. She’d had an urge to run her thumb over his big, reddened knuckles, link her fingers with his.


Being here makes her want to take a chance. She feels free for once. All her senses are open and alert to the beauty around her, to the possibilities in every moment. She’s lived under the shadow of death for a long time, but this tall, untidy stranger has helped her out from under it; and even if it’s only for a little while, she wants to know what it’s like to live without limits.


She longs for the evening to come, for the moment when she’ll see him again.
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Kit


He stops as soon as he gets around the corner, staring up into the Indian sky. He almost expects to see a banner floating inside the iridescent air announcing that he, Kit Appleby, has met Summer Blythe, and she’s agreed to have dinner with him. Trumpets, please!


Shit. Maybe he’s getting ahead of himself. He needs to calm down.


But she likes him, he knows she does. She kept meeting his gaze and holding it. She sat with her body mirroring his. There’s none of the doubt and confusion that sends him into a stomach-dropping rollercoaster of emotions: the up and down of trying-to-play-the-game and second-guess another person. Instead, it’s as if they both share a secret – and without discussing it, they can both tell that the other one understands completely. They know the secret too.


He’s dizzy with his good fortune. This beautiful woman, with her slightly crooked teeth and large, expressive, sea-coloured eyes, this brave woman, who he knows so little about, and yet who he has an instant affinity with, is interested in him.


She’s sitting across from him now, in the open-air restaurant he discovered on his first night here. It’s a family-run place. Chairs sit at drunken angles on an uneven earthen floor. There are bright plastic colanders serving as lampshades, candles on each table, and the cook is busy grilling fresh fish and vegetables on a giant smoking griddle in the corner. On a low stage, a four-piece band dressed in shiny jackets are enthusiastically rendering their own cover of ‘A Horse with No Name’. Under the table, a small dog sleeps on the dirt, curled into a circle. Summer, he notices, has kicked off her shoes; she leans on her elbows smiling at the band. She twirls one of the little silver creatures hanging from her ear. ‘I love it here,’ she says.


‘You haven’t tasted the food yet!’


‘I don’t have to,’ she says. ‘Listen to that music.’ She glances around her. ‘The décor. The dog. I’ve never been anywhere like it!’ She lowers her voice, ‘And we’re nearly the only tourists. Most people here look like locals. That’s a good sign.’


He grins at her pleasure, feeling a glow of satisfaction that she likes his choice of restaurant. He takes a deep breath of night air, laced with delicious cooking smells, and another aroma that might be coming from the dog. But really, he thinks, nothing can spoil this.


‘What do you do?’ he asks. ‘For work, I mean.’


‘What do I do?’ She stares at him for a moment with a nonplussed expression, and he’s just beginning to feel embarrassed about asking such a dull, predictable question, when she clears her throat. ‘Journalism. I … I work for magazines.’


‘Magazines?’


‘Magazines. Newspapers. I’m a photographer and … I write features,’ she says.


‘That sounds like an exciting job.’ He remembers the camera around her neck when they’d met earlier. ‘What kind of articles do you write?’


‘Anything to do with nature and wildlife.’


‘So, you take the pictures to go with your features?’


‘Yes.’ She blinks and glances at her hands.


‘And you make a living from it?’ He sits back. ‘That’s impressive.’


She picks up a fork and turns it between her fingers. ‘I work mostly for local publications at the moment. And I have my own business walking dogs.’


He rubs his nose, realising that she’s ambitious and talented as well as everything else. He’s trying not to feel inadequate. ‘I thought you must be a dog whisperer when I saw you feeding those strays.’


She laughs, ‘Dogs are easy, compared with people.’


He half closes his eyes, ‘I’m getting an image of you surrounded by dozens of hounds.’


‘Not quite,’ she smiles. ‘My usual pack are three black Labs, a spaniel, and a lovely cross-breed. Five is my limit, otherwise you can’t keep an eye on them when they’re off lead.’


A young boy comes over and puts their plates and drinks on the table. They wait for him to finish.


‘Going back to your pictures. Why animals?’ he asks. ‘I mean, I can tell you love them, but why do you like taking photos of them?’


‘It’s their honesty,’ she says. ‘They’re always true to themselves. But I suppose … well, I’d like to think that maybe one of my images might change someone’s mind about the animal in the photo, so they see them as an individual, instead of a meal, or a pest – or target practice.’ She takes a breath. ‘Enough of me.’ She gives a small self-conscious laugh and takes a sip of her drink. ‘You said you’re thinking of going home,’ she says. ‘Where is that? Home, I mean.’


‘Truth is, I don’t know any more,’ he says slowly. ‘Mum lives in London, but I don’t feel connected to the city, and it’s an expensive place to be an artist.’


She swallows a mouthful of food and makes a noise of approval. ‘Oh, God,’ she puts down her fork and sighs. ‘That’s good.’


She scoops up another spoonful. ‘Just taste this,’ she offers. Feeling self-conscious, he leans forwards, opening his lips, and she bends across the table to put the food into his mouth. The act is incredibly intimate. Heat suffuses his face, and to his horror, he stiffens with desire. He sits back quickly and drops a napkin onto his lap.


‘I’ve been in Cambridge as long as I can remember,’ she’s saying. ‘Moved there when I was little, because Dad’s a maths genius.’ She tries a mouthful from his plate, without asking permission, pausing to make an expression of considered bliss. ‘He taught at one of the colleges. It’s a nice city, and the Fens are good for wildlife.’ She smiles, ‘I spend an awful lot of time waiting around in wet grass for a badger or fox to show up.’


Having recovered enough to be able to speak in a normal voice, he gestures towards her ears. ‘And rabbits?’


She touches her earrings. ‘These aren’t rabbits. They’re hares.’ She leans on her elbows. ‘My favourite animal. Grantchester Meadows at dawn, that’s the place to find them. By the way, you never really explained why you gave up your car and spent the money travelling.’ She pushes rice onto her fork. ‘Was there a reason for taking off like that?’


He puts food into his mouth to give himself time to compose an answer. He chews and swallows. ‘I hoped it might be good for my art – you know, finding inspiration, getting out of my comfort zone. And … actually, I do have my first commission,’ he admits. ‘Someone saw me drawing and asked me to sketch at a festival in Kollam.’


‘That’s brilliant,’ she tucks her hair behind her ears, making the little hares swing at her lobes. ‘Congratulations.’


He wants to take her hands and press his lips into her palms.


The band are covering ‘Ain’t No Mountain High Enough’. The dog under the table starts to scratch enthusiastically behind his ear with a back leg.


‘Shall we get the bill?’ she says.


All evening he’s been wondering what it would feel like to kiss her. They walk back to her hotel and pause just outside the gates. He puts his hands on her lower back and gently pulls her close, reading her body language, checking that she’s happy about being pressed against his chest. She holds herself still in his embrace for a moment before she puts her arms around his shoulders, her cheek against his chest.


And then they are kissing. And the moment stretches and intensifies, and all that exists is the kiss, and the two of them inside the kiss. When they break apart, they are both breathless.


‘I’m going away tomorrow,’ he says in a rush. ‘The commission I told you about? It’s a dance festival – I’ve been asked to sketch the dancers. It’s only down the coast. I’ve booked myself into a beach hut in Varkala for a week. I know it might sound a bit … sudden. But. Come with me?’ His pulse has revved into overdrive. He holds his breath.


She steps away, staring into the night. He notices she’s biting her lip. His heart drops like a broken elevator. Shit. He’s got it wrong.


Then she’s nodding. ‘Okay,’ she says. ‘Why not?’


‘Yes?’ he can’t stop himself checking. ‘That’s a … yes?’


‘Yes!’ She’s laughing and nodding. ‘Yes! I’m probably crazy. But I’ll come with you.’


He wants to shout with joy and sweep her off her feet into a bear hug, but he manages to stop himself, nodding enthusiastically instead, ‘That’s … that’s great.’


She fiddles with her hair, her expression sobering, ‘I mean … obviously I’ll need to book a separate room.’


He’s taken aback for a second. But then he’s nodding again, ‘Yeah. Of course. I’ll call them soon as I’m back at the hotel.’


They kiss, losing themselves inside a longer, slower exploration of tongues, lips, teeth.


One day, he’ll recount this story to some interested person, he thinks. And to their question of how they met, he’ll tell them that on their very first date, he asked Summer to stay in a hut with him on an Indian beach. The friend will be surprised, shocked even, but they’ll also be bowled over by the sheer audacious romance of it. And he’ll say, but you see, I just knew straight away. We were meant to be.


He can’t speak any of this aloud – she’d run a mile, and he wouldn’t blame her. But he can’t argue with this feeling inside him.
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Summer


The kiss did it. As his lips met hers, heat flickered through her body, igniting a fire in the pit of her belly. Emotions whirled through her, making her want to cry and laugh; she quivered all over, and when they pulled apart, they were both breathless. She looked into his eyes and knew he felt the same. There was only one answer to his invitation.


She feels less certain when he picks her up from the hotel next day in the cool of the dawn. Plunged into shyness, she can hardly meet his gaze as she stands to greet him in reception. When she does, she can tell straightaway something is wrong by his awkward body language. ‘I rang the beach hut place,’ he tells her, heaving his bag off his shoulder. ‘But they’re fully booked.’ He wrinkles his eyebrows. ‘I’m sorry. Maybe it’s the dance festival. I rang a couple of other places nearby to see if they had spare rooms. Everything is chock-a-block. I’ll understand if you want to pull out. Or … I’m happy to sleep on the couch or … something.’


She dithers for a second. Can she really judge this man after knowing him for a couple of hours? She looks at his open, anxious face, his big hands, his mop of hair. ‘All right,’ she says. ‘But I’ll take you up on your offer to sleep on the couch.’


She sneaks glances at him as he gazes out of the train window. He turns his head and catches her eye. ‘What?’ He’s not being combative, she realises, just curious, a little teasing.


She blushes. ‘Nothing.’ She clears her throat. ‘Just wondering if I could tell how mad you are.’


‘Mad?’


‘You must be a bit, to invite me along on your trip.’ She smiles to show that she’s joking. ‘But I meant … what unreasonable things you’re prone to – phobias, temper tantrums – disgusting habits, like picking your toenails …’


‘Ah,’ he smiles. ‘You want a run-through of my most annoying habits?’ He brushes a hand through his hair, leaving bits sticking up. ‘Fair enough. Let’s see … what faults can I confess to? Okay. I lose my cool when I can’t find my stuff – you know, keys, wallet, et cetera, getting myself into a panic because I’m late for something.’ He leans forward, forehead wrinkling in thought, as if he’s enjoying the confession. ‘Actually, that’s probably my worst fault. I’m not great at timing. I’m always missing deadlines, appointments. Buses. Trains.’ He sits back in his seat. ‘I made a big effort not to be late today.’ He grins, ‘Huge.’


‘That’s it?’


‘Yeah. Otherwise, I’m completely perfect. Your turn.’


‘I could write an essay … but the ones you need to know for the next few days …’ She screws up her forehead. ‘I’m probably … okay, I’m definitely obsessively tidy.’ She counts on her fingers. ‘I do not like chaos. Also, I need to eat breakfast before I do anything.’ She pushes her long braid behind her shoulder. ‘I get grumpy if I go hungry for too long.’ She widens her hands apologetically. ‘Low blood sugar.’


‘I’d better make sure you never go hungry, then.’


She smiles. ‘No danger of that.’


Their tickets are numbered, and he has the seat across from her. She wishes he was next to her. The train winds slowly through the dusty landscape, past sudden drops to big rivers where children swim and banana trees make lush green shapes. There are little dwellings. She watches a flock of slender white birds rise, long necks stretched out. Ibis. The name comes to her. Water oxen yoked to a cart. A line of women walking through a field, their saris fluttering, brilliant as butterflies.


‘The hotel will have a phone, won’t it?’ she asks, remembering with a stab of anxiety that they’ll be staying in a beach hut.


‘In reception,’ he says. ‘Is there someone you need to contact?’


‘Oh … one or two.’ She avoids meeting his eyes. She doesn’t want to explain – not yet. ‘Life doesn’t stop because you’re away, does it?’ she adds with a shrug.


She gets out her guidebook and buries her face, turning to the page about Varkala. She reads about the beach they’re staying at. The Pearl of the Arabian Sea. Also known as Papanasam Beach, which means to wash away sins.


‘I’m too far away over here,’ he says, getting up and slipping into the empty seat next to her. ‘Better.’


She feels centred again; the bulk of his shoulder warm against her. She leans into his side, brushing away her earlier fears. When the train pulls into the station, Kit hoists his huge, battered rucksack onto his shoulders and grabs her bags too. The crowded, bustling platform is a shock even though she’s prepared for it. Porters shout and barter with passengers. A man with a large suitcase on his head steps in front of her, blocking her view of Kit, and she has to duck around and scurry to catch up. Families sit on the ground, reclining against bedrolls. Tea vendors clank aluminium kettles and cups. There are shouts of ‘Chai, chai! Hot chai!’ She spots a couple of monkeys on the opposite tracks, tails like question marks, and wants to photograph them, but Kit is disappearing into the crowd.


She hurries to catch up. She opens her mouth to tell him that she can carry her own bags, but Kit walks ahead with a determined, confident swing, as if he knows exactly where he’s going. She follows in his wake, noticing a ragged scar on the back of one of his ankles. She wonders how he got it. It hits her again; she has no idea who he is.


He turns and waits, holding out a hand, shifting both bags into his other one.


She hurries forward. ‘Give me at least one,’ she says.


Wordlessly, he passes her the smallest bag. ‘Right,’ he says. ‘Let’s find this beach, then.’


‘The Pearl of the Arabian Sea.’


He looks at her, eyebrows raised. ‘That’s its name?’


She nods, and they chorus at the same time, ‘Romantic.’


He laughs. ‘Let’s see if it lives up to its promise.’


The pit of her stomach drops, as if she’s stepped off a cliff. In a way, she has – jumping feet-first into a situation romantic enough for any starry-eyed honeymooner. But perhaps he’s thinking this is just a few fun days at the beach. It doesn’t matter. She wants this. She wants him. She did from the moment he stopped her in the street.


Summer grips her bag and Kit’s fingers. This is her only chance to be reckless and wild. Her last chance.
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Kit


Kit throws the door of the hut open and stares into the gloom. The cheapest accommodation in the whole of Varkala; he booked it before he asked her to come with him. The room is small and round. There are two windows without glass, just bamboo shutters, which are closed. After dropping the bags on the floor, he tries to open them, but the catches are stiff and he struggles, cursing under his breath, trapping his finger before he can fling them wide. He turns to examine the interior with trepidation.


The curved, ribbed walls are brown and oily-looking – some kind of lacquered bamboo, he thinks. A large bed takes up most of the space, a grubby mosquito net looped into a knot above the dark cover.


He swallows and turns to look at Summer, worried he’ll see disappointment on her face, even horror. But she’s pulling open a narrow side door and stepping into a flood of brilliance. He squints, confused for a moment.


‘The bathroom has no roof!’ she calls in a voice full of delight. ‘Look! We could be hit on the head by a coconut in the shower. Even worse, on the loo!’


He follows her into the tiny room and gazes up into open sky, fringed with fronds of coconut trees. There’s a shower, rickety basin, and an old – but he notices with relief – European-style toilet. A crudely painted mural of waves spirals around the walls, a pink plastic washing-up bowl sitting on the cracked tiles.


‘Not exactly five-star,’ he says gruffly to cover his embarrassment.


‘I love it.’ She walks back into the bedroom and stands in the doorway, gesturing towards the sea, ‘It’s got a five-star view.’


He joins her at the threshold, sucking his finger where a bruise blooms. She’s humming under her breath. Their round thatched hut is one of several identical ones in an enclosure with a dried-up ornamental pond in the middle; narrow paved paths run between the huts, leading to the reception and exit. By a stroke of luck, their hut is closest to the top of the cliff and has an unobstructed view of the ocean glittering below. Just outside the fence is a footpath that winds along the edge of the cliff.


‘We’ll be on the beach,’ he says. ‘Most of the time.’


She murmurs an agreement, picking up her braid from the back of her neck and twisting it on top of her head, perhaps hoping for a breeze; he can’t resist kissing the soft area of exposed skin. She laughs and drops her plait, turns and kisses him briefly, hands on his chest. ‘Okay,’ she says. ‘I’m going to reception to make a phone call. Then I think we should find somewhere to get lunch, don’t you? I’m starving. We can unpack later.’


He likes the fact that she’s clear about what she wants – proactive. He can imagine that proactive might edge into bossy at times, but he finds it endearing.


After she goes, he lets himself crash out on the bed, sprawling across it, star shaped. He wonders who she needs to call. Work, perhaps? He imagines her talking to someone at a magazine news-desk, getting her next assignment. She’s connected to the real world, unlike him. ‘Life doesn’t stop because you’re away,’ she’d said, shrugging, as if he understood. But that’s exactly what’s happened: his life at home has stopped. He hopes she doesn’t think he’s a hopeless dreamer. He has the commission, he reminds himself.


It’s sweltering in the hut. There’s no air-con, but a large, dilapidated-looking fan is fixed to the ceiling. He finds a switch and the fan revs into action. He resumes his position on the bed, wafts of warm air ruffling his hair, brushing his skin. The roaring noise is punctuated with clicks as the blades revolve. He closes his eyes. The early start is catching up with him. His limbs relax, tension seeping from his shoulders.


As he slips into unconsciousness, he remembers her enthusiasm for the open-air bathroom, and smiles. Lots of people would be sulky or shocked or resentful when faced with the basic realities of the hut, but she looked for the positives.


He wakes, bleary, sticky-mouthed, disorientated, and blinks, remembering where he is. The fan is whirring and clicking above him. The mosquito net has been unknotted and falls around the bed in a pale haze. A blonde head rests in the hollow under his shoulder. She’s undone her braids and gold spills around her sleeping face; her cheeks are pink, eyes closed, her parted lips moving slightly as she breathes. Something in his chest releases as he looks at her. His shoulder is aching a little from the weight of her head. He carefully manoeuvres to get more comfortable without waking her.
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